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PREFACE: DOCUMENTARY AS ENCOUNTER



—



THERESE HENNINGSEN & JULIETTE JOFFÉ




I try to understand the intensity of my chagrin, and why I am missing a woman I spoke to for fifteen minutes … Now she is gone, taking away with her my good opinion of myself, which, of course, is unforgivable. Isn’t that the kind of thing that we fear strangers will do? Disturb. Betray. Prove they are not like us. That is why it is so hard to know what to do with them.


— Toni Morrison


In her text ‘Strangers’, written in 1988 and reproduced here, Toni Morrison is both enlivened and disturbed by an encounter with a fisherwoman – a stranger – whom she names Mother Something. The temporary presence of Mother Something, and their conversation – lasting merely fifteen minutes – leaves an indelible impression. The fisherwoman announces that she will return but does not, and is nowhere to be found. Her disappearance provokes conflicting responses: betrayal, fascination, obsession. She becomes an object of Morrison’s projections, a cause for either false alarm or reverence. On reflection, Morrison realises that these emotions are provoked by a fear of the stranger within herself. This echoes with the title of this anthology, borrowed from Julia Kristeva. Kristeva proposes that we discover our own disturbing otherness by our projective apparition of the other at the heart of our attempts to maintain a ‘solid’ us. Accepting the difference within ourselves, she says, is the ultimate condition of our being with others.1


Kristeva’s definition of the stranger within felt resonant when, two years ago, we first talked about putting together a screening programme focusing on the relational possibilities of the documentary encounter. The idea grew from a conversation we had about two of our own films: Slow Delay (2018), based on Therese’s chance encounter with the elderly twins Trevor and Raymond, and Next Year We Will Leave (2021), a reconciliation with Juliette’s hometown, Paris, through a dialogue with strangers. We talked about how they, although differently, shared a sense that the encounter with the person(s) – strangers – filmed spilled beyond the screen, directly affecting our own lives in the making. We wondered whether this is always the case in any type of filmmaking process.


This question led us to further reflect on the interrelations between encounters, hospitality and autobiography. Encounters, particularly with an emphasis on the unexpected and non-predetermined encounter and its relationship to filmmaking processes. Hospitality, inspired by Jacques Derrida’s two lectures on hospitality, held at the École Pratique des Hautes Études in Paris in 1996. In ‘Foreigner Question’ and ‘Step of Hospitality / No Hospitality’, Derrida considers hospitality as a question of what arrives at the borders in the initial surprise of contact with an other, a stranger, a foreigner.2 Autobiography, with an emphasis on exploring a personal cinema where the first-person narrative echoes the stories of those filmed.


The screening programme kept being delayed, and instead what was initially conceived as an associated pamphlet gradually grew into a work of its own – this anthology. We researched the works of filmmakers, writers and artists that resonated with the idea of ‘the stranger within’. While our initial impulse concentrated on an exploration of filmmaking processes, we felt compelled to include writers and artists whose work – albeit in discrete ways – spoke to our concerns: Annie Ernaux, Toni Morrison, Adam Christensen, Jane Fawcett, Bruno De Wachter, Gareth Evans.


While encountering others in documentary processes is almost always (by its very nature) unpredictable, predeterminations of a question, an idea, a concept are often palpably felt. Projections onto those filmed are common (if not unavoidable), whether through logically arriving at certain narratives or through interpretations of people’s life experiences. If a person does or thinks ‘this’, it must mean ‘that’.


In both the physical and social sciences, suggests anthropologist and filmmaker David MacDougall, intentions are generally favoured. You need to have an idea of the direction of your research and of your main question, otherwise you merely have a muddle of undirected interests. The outcome can often be predicted from the questions asked, and the work serves to test conclusions already guessed at. Occasionally this opens up a completely new line of inquiry, but this is seen as exceptional rather than part of the original intention. MacDougall instead proposes ‘dislocation as method’. In this approach, expectations may be upset, revised or superseded, and objectives recast by particular experiences:


Here the outcome is unpredictable and open to sudden shifts of direction. To work in this way often means entrusting yourself to strangers and there is always the risk of becoming a stranger yourself … For the filmmaker it is more than a calculated risk: it is a voluntary act of dislocation.3


MacDougall reminds us how letting go of our preconceptions involves an element of risk. When filmmakers are not sure what to think and not sure of the direction an encounter may take, the process becomes guided by uncertainty and doubt. Not trying to dominate or shy away from the unknown requires trust in the discovery process.


Addressing the making of her films Estate, a Reverie (2015) and Here for Life (2019), Andrea Luka Zimmerman describes the value of an approach that embraces the unfinished and the clumsy; of going on a yet-to-be-defined journey with the people filmed. With each new film, she suggests, there is a need to see in a way that is as yet unknown. Wandering and drifting is also welcomed in Ruth Beckermann’s Those Who Go Those Who Stay (2013), in which she sets out to make a film with an intentionally unintentional gaze. This takes her on an unexpected journey across Europe and the Mediterranean; an embodiment of her suggestion that every detour changes the destination.


Caught between two worlds (or more), filmmaker and writer Trinh T. Minh-ha’s approach to autobiography values movement and journey and accommodates the exploration of our multiple selves. As a stranger to a new environment, everything safe and sound is destabilised. Trinh speaks of a voyage out of a known self back into the unknown self. The self loses its fixed boundaries – a disturbing yet potentially empowering practice of difference. There’s a strength in defencelessness, advises photographer and filmmaker Khalik Allah, and in laying down your armour. In IWOW: I Walk on Water (2020), filmed mainly on the corner of 125th Street and Lexington Avenue in Harlem, New York City, he engages in a filmmaking process guided by chance encounters and by his ongoing friendship with the homeless Haitian man Frenchie. He explains how whenever he meets another person he is also meeting a part of himself. Here, the autobiographical meets the to-be-shared biography of the subject.


Seen this way, the filmic encounter could be interpreted as a hospitable act on both sides of the camera, allowing for a shared experience: the filmed welcomes the maker into their life, and, in turn, the lens becomes a temporary shelter for the filmed. In his interview about The Filmmaker’s House (2020), filmmaker Marc Isaacs points out that ‘camera’ means ‘room’ in Latin. To film someone is also to welcome them into a tangible or intangible space: one’s gaze, one’s house or life. The porosity between ‘life space’ and ‘filmic space’ opens to a wider question: can or should the encounter with the other through film change the maker’s life? Like any encounter, it has the power to do so. In Far and Near (2003), writer and filmmaker Xiaolu Guo meets people in rural Wales whose differences from and similarities to herself allow her to reflect on her own life and journey.


Yet strict boundaries are often palpable when filming another and tend to separate the spaces behind and in front of the camera. Jean Rouch argues that the filmic encounter is like no other: the camera acts as a psychoanalytic stimulant on the filmed, who opens up in a way they would not otherwise have done.4 The power of the camera and the gaze is illustrated by Marilou Parolini’s vulnerability when confiding her feelings of loneliness and depression to sociologist Edgar Morin in Chronicle of a Summer (1961), Rouch’s seminal documentary made in collaboration with Morin. Welcoming someone into one’s gaze always implies a power relation. The gaze, as we know, holds an insistent potential as an agent of control.


Trinh memorably proposes a distinction between ‘speaking nearby’ and ‘speaking about’: to speak nearby implies an open gaze, one that does not impose itself on the other or seek to ignore the space between maker and subject. Instead, it lets them ‘come in and fill that space as they wish’. She continues:


By not trying to assume a position of authority in relation to the other, you are actually freeing yourself from the endless criteria generated with such an all-knowing claim and its hierarchies in knowledge.5


Film is necessarily a relational medium. What does it mean for filmmakers to let go of their position of authority to adopt one of openness and vulnerability, one that allows them to be affected by the other beyond the strictly defined ‘filmic space’? Uncertainty of direction and outcome are often feared by producers and funders, who favour clarity and solidity of structure. However, if a substantial space is given to the filmed other it can give them the freedom to change the planned course of events, to alter not only the film but even, beyond it, the filmmaker’s life and self.


Danish director Jon Bang Carlsen’s film Addicted to Solitude (1999) begins with a statement of failure: his initial intention for the film proved impossible to realise, which left him stranded in a small village with nothing to do but meet some of the few inhabitants of the place. As he sits and waits, he meets two women who, like himself, spend most of their time waiting: for a loved one or for a customer to come. Silence fills the room. In moments when ‘nothing happens’, the shop owner offers brief glimpses of inner truths, which resonate with Carlsen’s own life. In these fragile moments, they bond over a shared feeling of solitude.


In this process of identification, time spent with the other with no specific intention apart from sharing time plays an important role. On Akka’s Shore (2018) by artist Umama Hamido is constructed around long-term sound recordings of conversations with her friend Jaz (Tareq Al Jazzar). Scenes slip between Akka in Palestine; a Palestinian refugee camp in Lebanon; Beirut, Hamido’s city of birth; and London, their current home. Their dialogue and shared time is the source material of the film – an extension of life. They both occupy a place in-between – neither here nor there, or both here and there. Jaz’s experience of hallucinations and Umama’s own dreams blend into a shared fictional memoir across the borders of selves.


In her text reproduced here, writer Annie Ernaux speaks of a ‘transpersonal I’. ‘The I that I use’, she writes, seems an ‘impersonal form, barely gendered, sometimes even a word belonging more to “the other” than to “me”: a transpersonal form’. Hers is an I that acknowledges how individual and collective experiences intertwine. In the preface to her book Journal du dehors (‘Diary of the Outside’, 2013), she writes: ‘I am sure, now, that we learn even more about ourselves when we go out into the world than in the introspection of the private diary.’ In her reading of Ernaux, writer Lauren Elkin suggests that the self is not contained within our minds and bodies, but distributed across all the places we have been to and the people with whom we have crossed paths.6


Trinh reminds us how the self can take in as many identities as there are encounters in one’s life. She proposes an alternative understanding of a reflexive cinema – not as a ‘narrative of self-location as a solution’, but reflexive on all levels at once: ‘between maker, viewer and viewed; between diverse elements of the cinematic fabric’. In these limitless reflections between people, things, moments and events, we can explore relationships in their differences and multiplicities. She offers a welcome view on the possibilities of the filmic encounter:


Each encounter is utterly bound to the elements that define it [and] the specificity of each encounter would dictate a different course for each film. Each film having its own field of energies, the unique form it takes on in the process remains non-predetermined.7


Further meditating on her encounter with Mother Something, Morrison reasons that by governing and administering the other, we deny her personhood – the specific individuality we insist upon for ourselves. This echoes with a call for probing the complexities of engaging without governing, both in filmmaking and in life. In this anthology, we explore works where the camera may be seen as an agent of encounter, and where the filmed is not merely a ‘subject’ but a person entering the life of the maker, whose presence might unsettle both their gaze and self-perception. Employing the idea of the ‘stranger within’ across essay, story and interview, the texts contained here engage with the relational and reflective potential of the filmic (and life) encounter.


Therese Henningsen and Juliette Joffé


London / Brussels / Aarhus, May 2022


—


1 Julia Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), p. 192.


2 Jacques Derrida and Anne Dufourmantelle, Of Hospitality, trans. Rachel Bowlby (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000).


3 David MacDougall, The Looking Machine: Essays on Cinema, Anthropology and Documentary Filmmaking (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2019), p. 10.


4 Michael Renov, The Subject of Documentary (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2004), p. 127.


5 Erika Balsom, ‘“There is No Such Thing as Documentary”: An Interview with Trinh T. Minh-ha’, Frieze 199, www.frieze.com, 1 November 2018.


6 Lauren Elkin, ‘Encountering Annie Ernaux’s Urban Landscapes and Scattered Selves’, https://lithub.com, 16 September 2021.


7 Trinh T. Minh-ha, ‘Inside and Outside the Abyss (Tuning into Edouard Glissant)’, foreword to Édouard Glissant and Hans Ulrich Obrist, Isolarii #6: The Archipelago Conversations (2021).





STRANGERS



—



TONI MORRISON




I am in this river place – newly mine – walking in the yard when I see a woman sitting on the seawall at the edge of a neighbor’s garden. A homemade fishing pole arcs into the water some twenty feet from her hand. A feeling of welcome washes over me. I walk toward her, right up to the fence that separates my place from the neighbor’s, and notice with pleasure the clothes she wears: men’s shoes, a man’s hat, a well-worn colorless sweater over a long black dress. The woman turns her head and greets me with an easy smile and a ‘How you doing?’ She tells me her name (Mother Something) and we talk for some time – fifteen minutes or so – about fish recipes and weather and children. When I ask her if she lives there, she answers no. She lives in a nearby village, but the owner of the house lets her come to this spot any time she wants to fish, and she comes every week, sometimes several days in a row when the perch or catfish are running and even if they aren’t because she likes eel, too, and they are always there. She is witty and full of the wisdom that older women always seem to have a lock on. When we part, it is with an understanding that she will be there the next day or very soon after and we will visit again. I imagine more conversations with her. I will invite her into my house for coffee, for tales, for laughter. She reminds me of someone, something. I imagine a friendship, casual, effortless, delightful.


She is not there the next day. She is not there the following days, either. And I look for her every morning. The summer passes, and I have not seen her at all. Finally, I approach the neighbor to ask about her and am bewildered to learn that the neighbor does not know who or what I am talking about. No old woman fished from her wall – ever – and none had permission to do so. I decide that the fisherwoman fibbed about the permission and took advantage of the neighbor’s frequent absences to poach. The fact of the neighbor’s presence is proof that the fisherwoman would not be there. During the months following, I ask lots of people if they know Mother Something. No one, not even people who have lived in nearby villages for seventy years, has ever heard of her.


I feel cheated, puzzled, but also amused, and wonder off and on if I have dreamed her. In any case, I tell myself, it was an encounter of no value other than anecdotal. Still. Little by little, annoyance then bitterness takes the place of my original bewilderment. A certain view from my windows is now devoid of her, reminding me every morning of her deceit and my disappointment. What was she doing in that neighborhood, anyway? She didn’t drive, had to walk four miles if indeed she lived where she said she did. How could she be missed on the road in that hat, those awful shoes? I try to understand the intensity of my chagrin, and why I am missing a woman I spoke to for fifteen minutes. I get nowhere except for the stingy explanation that she had come into my space (next to it, anyway – at the property line, at the edge, just at the fence, where the most interesting things always happen), and had implied promises of female camaraderie, of opportunities for me to be generous, of protection and protecting. Now she is gone, taking with her my good opinion of myself, which, of course, is unforgivable.


Isn’t that the kind of thing that we fear strangers will do? Disturb. Betray. Prove they are not like us. That is why it is so hard to know what to do with them. The love that prophets have urged us to offer the stranger is the same love that Jean-Paul Sartre could reveal as the very mendacity of Hell. The signal line of ‘No Exit’, ‘L’enfer, c’est les autres’,1 raises the possibility that ‘other people’ are responsible for turning a personal world into a public hell. In the admonition of a prophet and the sly warning of an artist, strangers as well as the beloved are understood to tempt our gaze, to slide away or to stake claims. Religious prophets caution against the slide, the looking away; Sartre warns against love as possession.


The resources available to us for benign access to each other, for vaulting the mere blue air that separates us, are few but powerful: language, image, and experience, which may involve both, one, or neither of the first two. Language (saying, listening, reading) can encourage, even mandate, surrender, the breach of distances among us, whether they are continental or on the same pillow, whether they are distances of culture or the distinctions and indistinctions of age or gender, whether they are the consequences of social invention or biology. Image increasingly rules the realm of shaping, sometimes becoming, often contaminating, knowledge. Provoking language or eclipsing it, an image can determine not only what we know and feel but also what we believe is worth knowing about what we feel.


These two godlings, language and image, feed and form experience. My instant embrace of an outrageously dressed fisherwoman was due in part to an image on which my representation of her was based. I immediately sentimentalized and appropriated her. I owned her or wanted to (and I suspect she glimpsed it). I had forgotten the power of embedded images and stylish language to seduce, reveal, control. Forgot, too, their capacity to help us pursue the human project – which is to remain human and to block the dehumanization of others.


But something unforeseen has entered into this admittedly oversimplified menu of our resources. Far from our original expectations of increased intimacy and broader knowledge, routine media presentations deploy images and language that narrow our view of what humans look like (or ought to look like) and what in fact we are like. Succumbing to the perversions of media can blur vision, resisting them can do the same. I was clearly and aggressively resisting such influences in my encounter with the fisherwoman. Art as well as the market can be complicit in the sequestering of form from formula, of nature from artifice, of humanity from commodity. Art gesturing toward representation has, in some exalted quarters, become literally beneath contempt. The concept of what it is to be human has altered, and the word truth needs quotation marks around it so that its absence (its elusiveness) is stronger than its presence.


Why would we want to know a stranger when it is easier to estrange another? Why would we want to close the distance when we can close the gate? Appeals in arts and religion for comity in the Common Wealth are faint.


It took some time for me to understand my unreasonable claims on that fisherwoman. To understand that I was longing for and missing some aspect of myself, and that there are no strangers. There are only versions of ourselves, many of which we have not embraced, most of which we wish to protect ourselves from. For the stranger is not foreign, she is random, not alien but remembered; and it is the randomness of the encounter with our already known – although unacknowledged – selves that summons a ripple of alarm. That makes us reject the figure and the emotions it provokes – especially when these emotions are profound. It is also what makes us want to own, govern, administrate the Other. To romance her, if we can, back into our own mirrors. In either instance (of alarm or false reverence), we deny her personhood, the specific individuality we insist upon for ourselves.


Robert Bergman’s radiant portraits of strangers provoked this meditation. Occasionally, there arises an event or a moment that one knows immediately will forever mark a place in the history of artistic endeavor. Bergman’s portraits represent such a moment, such an event. In all its burnished majesty his gallery refuses us unearned solace, and one by one by one the photographs unveil us, asserting a beauty, a kind of rapture, that is as close as can be to a master template of the singularity, the community, the unextinguishable sacredness of the human race.


—


1 French existentialist philosopher (1905–1980). The line in Sartre’s 1944 play No Exit is usually translated as ‘Hell is other people’.





THE IMAGE OF THE VILLAGE



—



JON BANG CARLSEN



TRANSLATED FROM THE DANISH 
BY DENISE ROSE HANSEN




I was gifted a camera for my ninth birthday. My first photograph was of Dad and me. Sadly, he forgot to mention that I had to wind on the film before taking the next picture, and so his face disappeared behind some piano sheet music by Chopin.


That’s how it was with Dad and me, something usually went wrong. But ever since he gave me that incredible gift, I’ve stared at the world through a camera … maybe because I need to keep at a certain distance to focus the lens, and that’s something those of us from remote villages excel at: keeping a distance.


In the sweet days of childhood, before Dad disappeared and Mum withdrew into an unyielding darkness, the village was little more than a series of pleasant weekdays that never brought anything into question. Wondering about the meaning of life was a waste of time, as our wise ancestors had already thought all the thoughts. I was simply to lean into their wisdom and rejoice that God and his Son wanted the best for me and my family.


When Dad, despite all my prayers, left us, I scorched out Jesus’s eyes in the picture that Dad had hung above my bed. In an instant, that parochial world collapsed, and everything I had been sure of was now riddled with doubt. The village was the same, but I had suddenly become a stranger to it, and then it is all very well to retreat behind the camera and simply stare at all that is incomprehensible. The slow, tracking shot of dim houses, seen from a stranger’s point of view as they pass along the single, long street of a village, appears in many of my films. It’s as though this shot is the very first letter of my alphabet.


Now I was the stranger, and the solemn faces behind the curtains were leering out at me.


It was the beginning of a lifetime of drifting about the globe.


*


To evade the darkness that enclosed my mother, and to forget Jesus’s scorched-out eyes, I decided to leave the village. The thought of, with time, being buried alive in one of those nondescript red-brick houses sent shivers down my spine. Perhaps that’s why I, time and time again, had to move past suburban streets, dizzying myself with new horizons.


Hiding behind the camera, I had an alibi for drawing closer to other people’s faces without revealing my own. I sought out faces that could inspire me to see life in new ways.


In Phoenix, Arizona, I met a Vietnam veteran and decided to find out if the struggle for survival in the jungles of Vietnam could be a way out of the deadly monotony of the village.


In Los Angeles, the extra Dan Pattarson confirmed my mother’s idea that the only way to give reality wings is to turn it into a dream. The former butcher, who had fled Chicago for the City of Angels, became one of my many teachers. As did his neighbour further down the hotel hallway, who, unlike Pattarson, wasn’t just fighting his roommate ... but the entire world.


And then there was Sir Ove Arup, the distinguished engineer in London, who like me had forgotten that which he wanted more than anything to remember. And in South Africa, I hired a young actress who stubbornly claimed that films carry on even after the camera stops.


We came from vastly different places across the globe, and yet we mirrored each other almost like brothers and sisters. The more faces my camera brought into focus, the more brothers and sisters I had – brothers and sisters who have all, through the years and in each their own way, shown me new roads out of the village.


Being constantly in motion without going anywhere is sort of ridiculous, but it became my way of breaking away from the everyday. Back home, Mrs Beck, the keeper of the village inn, had no plans to break away. To Mrs Beck, the village was the centre of the universe.


All across the world I’ve met people like the ones back home in my village. All of us wondering what our lives would have been like had we dared step into the unknown, which could be the love I myself had such a hard time believing in because it had hurt my family so much.


In my Danish village, small acts of affection had, curiously and over time, ousted the notion of great passion. Just as something was about to blossom, winter would come, and this cycle would repeat over and over. Maybe this is why I prefer to film people when they aren’t in the thick of action but are merely carrying out the mundane tasks that make up a life. I’ve always found this incredibly hardcore: simply letting time pass, like it did in the village, nothing ever happening, just waiting untroubled for death. It’s not for chickens.


I never accepted that I ought to feel at home in the exact place where Mum happened to push me out into the light. She could have given birth to me anywhere. Making a destiny out of an arbitrary location, simply because you happen to be born there, is absurd. But then we remote villagers are obsessed with the idea of a destiny. That chance may be the basic principle of life fills us with dread.


My mother could have given birth to me in a desert … in the particular silence of a landscape that’s far from the sea. When I visited such forsaken deserts, memories were the only rainwater on my face. People lost their gravity and became music. They lived inside me like a tune.


Now and then I had to look at myself in the rear-view mirror to make sure that I myself was still there in the flesh.


‘Strange that only that which is not … is … and continues to be,’ my mother once said moments before she drifted off to sleep, leaving me with yet another incomprehensible sentence from the world of adults.


While I meandered along distant highways, daily life in the village continued unperturbed, as though the rest of the world was little more than a déjà vu they’d long since figured out. How could they be so calm, merely letting time pass, for no better reason than reaching the end of the county road? It was baffling to me that the villagers, even during the Cuban Missile Crisis, were able to sleep on so soundly in their abysmal armchairs, when not only their world but the entire planet was teetering on the brink of nuclear annihilation.


While Mum tucked herself away in the red-brick house with her beloved opera, her restless son had to keep on moving, but luckily, Mum was fond of writing letters, and these sustained me mile after mile.


In flight away from the village, I met a group that I, for the first time since my family split up, wanted to be part of. A band of young actors who wanted to create a heaven here on earth.


Together with my new friends, I returned to my Danish village, this time disguised as an angel. My wings were so ridiculously short that we had to charter a helicopter in order to arrive in style. We kissed the mayor’s hand, which still smelled of the pigs he had fed moments earlier, then approached the village dressed up like the dreams we imagined the villagers to dream in their quiet houses. One of our number in the guise of Ophelia, searching for her Danish prince.


Our goal was to make visible the dreams of the village for everyone to see and thereby encourage people to create their own reality. We wanted to show the village that the enemy is not those who doubt but those who claim that everyday life is immutable. So we attacked the everyday, with all the arms of the imagination we could muster. But the people of my mother’s village didn’t want to change – certainly didn’t want to be made to change by me and my raucous friends from the big city. Or maybe it was me. Was I not still scared of the village’s single, long street, and the darkness in my mother’s eyes? So scared that I fled once again, angel wings under my arm.


East of the Iron Curtain, the old despots were being removed from their plinths. Like everyone else, I rushed with my camera to West Berlin to watch the infamous wall be torn down and past heroes vanish into darkness. But rather than filming the people cheering the fall of the wall, my camera fell in love with some dejected youths who lived in the rapidly diminishing wasteland between the two superpowers. Like the youths, I felt more at home in the no man’s land than anywhere else, because in the no man’s land no inflated, medal-adorned authorities decreed what was real and what wasn’t.


*


In Los Angeles, I felt for the first time since the village that I could also have been born here. Maybe because the City of Angels was the vastest no man’s land of them all. It was a relief for the village boy to find himself among fake angels, in a place where even reality was dressed up as a dream.


In the Hotel Montecito on Franklin Avenue, just across from Hollywood Boulevard, we hid ourselves and our flighty dreams away, so that those who were too faint of heart didn’t drag us screeching back down to earth.


In the City of Angels, Jesus was just another movie star. In this giant, neon-lit village, where everything and nothing could happen, our identities changed all the time. Like the wealthy man who out of boredom left his mansion in Beverly Hills to live among the homeless.


It was quite popular among the rich to dress like they were poor, to experience on their own bodies what it might be like … to be the complete opposite. Strangely enough, none of the poor ever pretended they were rich and invaded the lavish mansions of Beverly Hills.


Like the rich man, I drifted about the globe, perpetually searching for a magical place, where the throb of life was strong enough to appease the worry that we might be headed in the wrong direction. The rich man had the money to stage his dreams. I had my camera, and it opened all the doors.


Although life was happening right there in front of my pointed camera, I had a hard time taking part in it. Maybe because the seasoned director knows how quickly those in front of the camera reveal their wounds ... willingly or not.


As a filmmaker, I relied so much on my eyes that I wasn’t able to believe in something I couldn’t see. So when one day I could no longer make out my own reflection, I was terrified that I had ended up like the stone face in the South Atlantic. That I was glaring up at a burnt-out sky I had long since lost the ability to actually see.


Seized by desperation, I hired a blind man to focus on all that me and my camera were no longer able to bring into focus. For months I filmed my blind friend, without ever figuring out how he was able to decode the world so infinitely more accurately than my own pedantic eyes.


When I turned nine my father gave me a camera, as I mentioned earlier, and since then I’d photographed everything and everyone. But more than half a century on, no matter what subject I focused on, it separated me from life rather than letting me into it. Maybe I was the blind one. And the believers I kept stalking with my camera, filming without understanding their faith, incapable as I was of believing in anything myself.


I was caught in a maelstrom of meaningless images and stupid questions. It went on like that, like a runaway train hurtling past all the stations at full speed. Eventually my incessant doubt had me interrupting my hard-working actors as they tried to breathe life into roles I myself had pedantically written for them yet had already started doubting.
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